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servant.	This	not	only	references	the	laws	of	Aethelberht	but	also	shows	how	
they	were	still	very	much	in	play	after	his	reign.	
109	For	example,	Oliver	discusses	every	other	law	present	in	Eadric’s	code	except	
for	these	two.	In	The	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	Attenborough’s	
translation	and	analysis	is	also		absent	of	the	discussion	regarding	the	later	
concepts	of	wergild	in	Kent.	Finally,	in	Law	and	Order	in	Anglo-Saxon	England,	
Lambert	also	does	not		mention	these	laws	in	his	discussion.	The	lack	of	
scholarly	evaluation	of	these	two	laws	is	a	gap	within	the	realm	of	Anglo-Saxon	
studies	that	I	intend	to	begin	to	fill.	You	should	put	this	in	text.	
110	Thomas,	The	Norman	Conquest,	83-85.	
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Oaths	and	Slavery	
	 One	of	the	most	striking	characteristics	of	the	two	laws	from	Eadric’s	
code	was	their	reliance	on	oath.	Oaths	were	the	most	binding	agreement	an	
individual	could	make	as	Christianity	became	the	dominant	religion	in	England.	
Oaths	worked	in	many	facets.	They	were	both	cement	of	political	alliances	and	
legal	paraphernalia	used	to	validate	or	refute	a	claim.111	The	oath	was	the	
method	used	to	bind	a	person	in	service,	to	the	land,	and	also	to	an	individual.	
But,	in	Christianized	Kent,	the	oath	also	took	on	spiritual	value	as	well.	Gregory	
Laing	convincingly	outlines	both	the	theological	and	political	gravity	of	the	oath.	
According	to	Laing,	in	the	now	staunchly	Christianized	kingdom	of	Kent,	the	oath	
was	taken	as	seriously	as	possible	as	an	individual's	soul	was	taken	as	collateral.	
Furthermore,	God	was	invoked	in	the	act	of	swearing	an	oath,	which	gave	the	
action	even	more	theological	clout.112	Helena	Forbes	echoes	the	severity	of	oaths	
in	Anglo-Saxon	society,	as	the	seriousness	and	magnitude	placed	on	the	
theological	implications	of	taking	an	oath	and	possibly	lying	under	oath	took	
root	in	Anglo-Saxon	England.	Forbes	notes	that	death	and	damnation	were	
expected	if	an	oath	was	made	under	false	pretenses.113		
In	a	time	when	wealth	was	limited,	the	most	important	collateral	an	
individual	could	offer	was	his	eternal	soul.	Naturally,	the	seriousness	of	the	oath	
																																								 																				
111	Eric	John,	Reassessing	Anglo-Saxon	England	(New	York,	NY:	Manchester	
University	Press,	1996),	7-9.	
112	Gregory	Laing,	Bound	by	Words:	The	Motif	of	Oath-taking	and	Oath-breaking	in	
Medieval	Iceland	and	Anglo-Saxon	England	(New	York:	Western	Michigan	
University	Press,	2014),	34.		
113	Helena	Forbes,	Heaven	and	Earth	in	Anglo-Saxon	England:	Theology	and	
Society	in	an	Age	of	Faith	(New	York,	NY;	Routledge	Press,	2016),	10-16.	
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would	be	a	tool	used	in	legal	proceedings.	For	example,	Chadwick	details	the	
requirements	that	came	with	swearing	an	oath	in	Ine’s	court.114	The	faith	
expressed	in	the	oath	itself	and	the	required	collateral	made	for	both	a	
theological	as	well	as	financial	check	on	the	offender.	Julie	Mumby	corroborates	
Chadwick's	initial	findings	by	extending	the	impact	of	the	oath	beyond	the	
offender,	as	a	man’s	family	was	also	brought	into	the	court	proceedings.115		
After	the	reign	of	King	Alfred,	a	person	swore	on	their	finances	and	
offered	their	soul	if	they	were	not	faithful.	This	became	a	tool	used	regularly	in	
Anglo-Saxon	legal	traditions.116	Furthermore,	with	the	conversion	to	
Christianity,	oaths	became	more	than	a	political	institution,	and	a	broken	oath	
could	have	had	dire	consequences.	Forfeiture	of	property,	exile	from	society,	and	
death	sentences	could	be	enacted	in	response	to	a	broken	or	false	oath.117	While	
the	emphasis	is	typically	placed	on	Alfred	and	Cnut’s	law	codes,	the	introduction	
of	oaths	to	later	Kentish	laws	exemplifies	the	sophistication	and	separation	of	
the	law	codes	that	was	taking	place	long	before	the	unification	of	the	Anglo-
Saxon	kingdoms.	In	some	cases,	monetary	compensation	could	be	replaced	with	
an	oath.	This	is	one	of	the	major	examples	of	the	expansion	of	Anglo-Saxon	
society.	While	the	first	law	code	was	concerned	with	monetary	compensation	
alone,	the	subsequent	legal	codes	add	an	element	of	religion	and	social	order	to	
																																								 																				
114	Chadwick,	Anglo-Saxon	Institutions,	134-136.	
115	Julie	Mumby,	“Fathers	or	Uncles?		A	Problem	in	the	Old	English	Tract	Known	
as	Wergeld,”	in	Textus	Roffensis:	Law,	Language,	and	Libraries	in	Early	Medieval	
England,	ed.	Bruce	O’Brian	and	Barbara	Bombi	(Turnhout:	Brepols,	2015),	215-
230,	220.	
116	Pauline	Stafford,	“The	laws	of	Cnut	and	the	history	of	Anglo-Saxon	royal	
promises,”	Anglo-Saxon	England	10	(1982),	173-190,	184.	
117	Lambert,	Law	and	Order,	68.	
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wergild.	The	weight	was	not	only	placed	on	the	amount	of	coin	an	individual	
could	produce,	but	it	was	also	placed	on	their	spiritual	capital.	As	the	analysis	of	
the	laws	continue	Anglo-Saxon	society	expands,	so	too	will	the	use	and	
importance	of	the	oath	in	legal	codes.	Eventually,	a	complete	break	with	the	first	
law	codes	will	take	place	as	compensation	for	a	crime	regarding	wergild	moves	
away	from	physical	coinage	and	into	land	and	property.		
	 In	addition	to	oaths,	the	law	code	of	Eadric	reflected	the	social	structure	
of	its	society,	more	so	than	its	predecessors,	particularly	within	the	realms	of	
freemen	and	slaves.118	First	and	foremost,	these	laws	separated	the	status	of	
slave	from	others,	and	created	a	larger	divide	between	the	wergild	of	a	freeman	
and	an	earl	when	killed.	Pollock	and	Maitland	outline	the	typical	characteristics	
of	who	would	have	owned	a	slave	and	what	ownership	entailed.	However,	
Pollock	and	Maitland’s	details	are	sparse	and	the	early	laws	are	not	accounted	
for.119		
																																								 																				
118	The	terms	“slave”	and	“servant”	are	used	interchangeably	by	the	secondary	
literature	and	typically	mean	the	same	thing.	However,	this	paper	will	use	the	
term	slave	as	it	most	accurately	embodies	the	rank	in	society	that	these	
individuals	occupied.	
119	Pollock	and	Maitland,	The	History	of	English	Law,	35-36.	A	multitude	of	
studies	regarding	slavery	in	Anglo-Saxon	England	primarily	focuses	on	the	
period	after	Alfred	the	Great.	For	example,	David	Anthony	Edgell	Pelteret,	
Slavery	in	Early	Medieval	England:	From	the	Reign	of	Alfred	Until	the	Twelfth	
Century	(New	York,	NY:	Boydell	and	Brewer,	2001),	15-18.	Pelteret	notes	several	
earlier	studies	that	focus	on	slavery	after	the	unification	of	England.	Pelteret’s	
work	is	useful	for	emphasizing	slavery’s	importance	in	the	Anglo-Saxon	social	
system.					
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		 Later	scholars,	such	as	H.	P.	R.	Finberg’s,	in	The	Formation	of	England	
continue	the	discussion	of	slavery	in	early	Anglo-Saxon	England.120	Finberg	
synthesizes	older	works	regarding	slavery	and	thoroughly	delves	into	the	
definition	and	status	of	slave	in	the	major	Anglo-Saxon	Kingdoms.	These	slaves	
ranged	from	debtors	to	a	war	prizes,	and	performed	any	number	of	tasks	for	
their	master.121	However,	as	David	Pelteret	notes,	slavery	in	Anglo-Saxon	
England	is	a	difficult	institution	to	synthesize.	There	were	many	ways	to	become	
bound	into	slavery.	Practicing	a	different	religion,	being	captured	in	war,	or	the	
inability	to	compensate	for	a	crime	were	causes	for	servitude.	In	general,	those	
who	were	slaves	were	considered	the	property	of	their	master.	They	could	have	
been	held	either	until	their	debt	for	their	crime	was	paid	off	or	the	death	of	the	
master	or	slave.122	The	purpose	of	a	slave	was	typically	broken	down	into	three	
categories;	work	inside	an	estate,	work	on	an	estate’s	land,	and	be	sold	for	their	
cash	value.123	The	sale	of	those	captured	in	battle	across	the	English	channel	was	
a	common	way	to	secure	a	small	amount	of	money	for	a	war-prize.	More	
pertinent	to	wergild,	an	individual	could	pay	his	fine	in	servitude.	The	issue	of	
slavery	was	addressed	by	every	Anglo-Saxon	law	code,	in	similar	and	different	
ways.	
	
																																								 																				
120	H.	P.	R.	Finberg,	The	Formation	of	England	(London:	Hart-Davis,	MacGibbon	
Ltd,	1974),	48.	
121	Ibid.,	56-66.	
122	Pelteret,	Slavery	in	Early	Medieval	England,	5-8.	
123	James,	Campbell,	“Early	Anglo_Saxon	Society	According	to	Written	Sources”	in	
Essays	in	Anglo-Saxon	History	(Ronceverte,	WV:	The	Hambledon	Press,	1986),	
131-138,	137.	
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The	Laws	of	Whitred	
	 Whitred’s	law	code	contained	the	final	examples	of	wergild	in	pre-Alfred	
Kent.	Whitred’s	reign	saw	the	restoration	of	a	Kentish	monarch	to	Kent’s	throne	
and	his	law	codes	were	nearly	contemporary	with	Eardic’s	laws.	The	laws	that	
pertained	to	wergild	also	addressed	theft	and	related	issues.	Whitred’s	code	
addresses	both	wergild	as	it	pertains	to	theft	with	three	laws.	Laws	20,	21,	and	
22	all	clarify	and	expand	wergild’s	jurisdiction	over	theft.	They	are	written	as	
follows,	
20.	If	a	person	kills	a	man	in	the	act	of	theft,	let	him	
lie	without	wergild.	21.	If	a	person	seizes	a	free	man	
having	[the	goods	in]		
hand,	then	the	king	rules	one	of	three	things:	either	
one	should	kill	him,	or	sell	him	across	the	sea,	or	
release	him	in	return	for	his	wergild.	21.1	He	who	
seizes	and	delivers	him	[the	thief],	owns	him	half	if	
he	[the	thief]	is	killed,	let	them	be	paid	70	shillings.	
22.	If	a	slave	steals	and	a	person	redeems	him:	70		
shillings	which	ever	the	king	wants.	22.1	If	he	[the	
slave]	is	put	to	death,	one	should	pay	the	owner	half	
his	[the	slave’s]	value.	(20.	Gif	man	laud	ofslea	an	
theofthe,	licge	buton	wyrgelde.21.	Gif	man	frigne	man	
aet	haebbendre	handa	gefo,	thanne	wealde	secyning	
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threora	anes:	oththe	hine	man	cwelle,	oththe	ofer	sea	
selle,	oththe	hine	his	wergilde	alese.	21.2	Se	the	hine	
gefo	gegange,	healfne	hine	age.	Gif	hine	man	cwelle,	
Geselle	heom	man	LXX	schllinge.	22.	Gif	theuw	stele	
hi[ne]	man	alese:	LXX	schillinge,	swa	hwader	swa	
cyning	wille.	22.1.	Gif	hine	man	acwelle,	tham	agende	
hi[ne]	man	healfne	agelde).	124	
	
As	Oliver	notes,	Law	20	was	the	only	Kentish	law	that	was	meant	to	shield	a	
murderer	from	punishment.125	Wergild	would	not	have	been	required	if	the	thief	
was	caught	and	was	killed	in	the	fight	that	ensued.	Uniquely,	law	21	and	its	sub	
clause	provide	the	king	with	authority	that	was	not	present	in	the	previous	law	
codes.	The	king	could	have	sentenced	the	thief	to	death,	allow	him	to	be	sold	into	
slavery,	or	allow	the	thief	to	buy	his	freedom	at	the	price	of	his	wergild.	This	
clause	is	crucial	because	it	extends	the	concept	of	wergild	beyond	murder	and	
assault.	An	exchange	of	wergild	could	take	place	without	a	drop	of	blood	being	
spilt	or		limbs	being	lost.	Theft	and	compensation	after	was	not	present	in	the	
first	wergild	laws	found	in	Kent.	However,	as	Anglo-Saxon	society	shifted	from	
mobile	conquering	tribes	to	a	many	sedentary	Christian	kingdoms,	the	concept	
of	theft	and	compensation	grew	and	expanded	into	wergild.126	
																																								 																				
124	Oliver,	The	Beginnings	of	English	law,	160-163.		
125	Ibid.		
126	Patrizia	Lendinara,	“The	Kentish	Laws”	in	The	Anglo-Saxons	From	the	
Migration	Period	to	the	Eighth	Century:	An	Ethnographic	Perspective,	ed.	John	
Hines	(New	York,	NY:	Boydell	Press,	2003),	217.	
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This	also	would	have	reinforced	the	social	order	within	Anglo-Saxon	
society	as	it	was	now	pertinent	to	know	an	individual’s	worth	even	if	there	were	
non-violent	brushes	with	the	law.	Through	their	laws,	the	Anglo-Saxon	kings	
sought	to	extend	their	power	and	influence	over	as	much	of	the	kingdom	as	they	
could.	The	Anglo-Saxon	kings	gradually	introduced	laws	protecting	citizens	but	
also	reinforcing	and	bolstering	royal	authority.	In	a	similar	way,	the	power	of	the	
king	would	be	pivotal	to	William	of	Normandy.	After	his	conquest,	William	
sought	to	spread	his	influence	over	the	social	aspects	of	his	kingdom	via	fiefs,	the	
Anglo-Saxon	courts,	and	the	religious	aspects	with	his	brother	Odo.127	William’s	
use	of	a	strong	monarchy	saw	its	foundations	in	these	early	laws	with	the	old	
Anglo-Saxon	kings	pressing	their	influence	on	society	as	shown	above.	The	sub	
clause	for	law	21	also	extends	the	king’s	power	as	it	requires	a	fine	to	be	paid	to	
the	king	if	the	thief	was	captured	and	then	killed.	This	was	most	likely	meant	to	
compensate	the	king	for	lost	justice,	similar	to	the	compensation	of	individuals	
for	lost	honor.128	Furthermore,	law	21	extended	the	king’s	power	more	so	into	
the	daily	lives	of	the	Kentish	people.	In	earlier	law	codes,	the	king	was	only	paid	
a	fee	if	the	assault	happened	within	his	court;	In	Whitred’s	code	the	King’s	power	
extends	to	wherever	there	was	a	lapse	in	justice.	In	contrast	to	the	earliest	laws,	
the	social	boundaries	were	becoming	more	defined	by	wergild	and	were	more	
explicitly	discussed.	
	 Law	22	of	Whitred’s	code	pertains	to	the	wergild	of	a	slave	and	what	the	
course	of	action	would	be	if	a	slave	abducted	an	individual.	The	king	decided	
																																								 																				
127	Hudson,	Land,	Law,	and	Lordship,	206-229.	
128	Ibid.		
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whether	to	have	the	slave	killed	or	have	a	fine	paid	for	the	transgression.	If	the	
king	decided	to	sentence	the	slave	to	death,	the	slave’s	owner	was	owed	wergild	
as	compensation.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	the	owner	of	the	slave	was	
incentivized	to	advocate	for	the	slave’s	death.	If	the	slave	was	given	leniency,	
then	the	owner	was	required	to	pay	70	shillings,	essentially	the	double	of	the	
slave’s	value.	However,	if	the	slave	was	killed	and	the	owner	was	compensated	
with	half	of	the	slave’s	value	he	could	mitigate	some	of	his	losses	and	put	that	
compensation	towards	the	fine	incurred	from	the	slave’s	actions.129	The	final	
two	laws	found	in	Whitred’s	code	both	expand	the	king’s	power	as	well	as	the	
system	of	compensation	from	wergild	than	what	was	previously	present	in	the	
other	first	law	codes.	
In	Summary	
With	the	restoration	of	the	Kentish	monarchy	new	law	codes	were	
compiled	to	supplement	those	already	in	existence.	Unlike	the	first	written	code,	
these	laws	were	not	concerned	with	bodily	harm	and	monetary	compensation.	
Aethelbeht’s	wergild	laws	were	limited	to	murder	and	assault	and	are	the	most	
closely	linked	to	the	Germanic	origins	of	Angles	and	the	Saxons.	Several	
generations	later,	the	laws	of	Eadric	and	Whitred	expanded	wergild’s	scope	to	
include	non-violent	acts	such	as	theft.	Furthermore,	the	monetary	exchange	did	
not	always	take	place,	as	oaths	and	Christianity	became	further	engrained	in	
society.	Finally,	these	laws	also	more	firmly	defined	the	social	classes	present	in	
																																								 																				
129	Wheetlock,	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	88.	Wheetlock	seems	to	be	the	
first	to	make	this	curious	observation,	which	Lisi	Oliver	echoes;	The	beginnings	
of	English	Law,	164.	
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Anglo-Saxon	culture.	They	provided	greater	barriers	between	those	who	owned	
land,	those	who	did	not,	and	those	who	were	not	free	in	society.	The	subsequent	
laws	written	by	other	kingdoms	continued	to	separate	themselves	from	the	
original	laws.	In	the	later	Kentish	laws,	the	status	of	the	nobility	was	further	
elevated	above	that	of	the	freemen,	and	the	legal	code	further	codified	the	power	
of	the	king.130	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																								 																				
130	Ibid.	
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EARLY	ENGLISH	LAWS	OUTSIDE	OF	KENT	
The	laws	of	Ine	
Significance	
King	Ine	of	Wessex	ruled	from	688	to	726	C.E..	His	law	codes	were	likely	
recorded	between	the	years	690	and	695	C.E.	Ine’s	laws	were	recorded	around	
the	same	time	as	Whitred’s	law	codes,	shortly	after	the	throne	of	Kent	was	
restored	to	the	Kentish	monarchs.131	Ine’s	law	code	survives	because	Alfred	the	
Great	added	it	as	a	stand-alone	supplement	to	his	own	legal	code.	Ine’s	laws	
were	significant	because	they	were	the	first	law	codes	outside	of	Kent	that	were	
recorded	and	they	also	provided	a	point	of	comparison	to	the	Kentish	laws.	Ine’s	
laws	influenced	Alfred	the	Great’s	own	legal	code,	and	the	legal	code	of	England.	
In	spite	of	this,	scholarship	regarding	wergild	within	Ine’s	law	code	is	
preoccupied	with	the	impact	that	Ine’s	code	had	on	the	compilation	of	Alfred	the	
Great’s	law	code,	and	a	comprehensive	evaluation	of	the	major	laws	regarding	
wergild	in	Ine’s	code	has	not	been	updated.132	The	following	provides	a	new	
commentary	on	Ine’s	laws	regarding	wergild,	as	well	as	the	new	avenues	that	
they	created	for	wergild	as	it	pertains	to	England	as	a	whole.	Ine’s	laws	also	rely	
on	the	unit	of	land	called	“hide”	more	so	than	previous	codes.	The	hide	was	
crucial	for	the	Anglo-Saxons	in	their	legal	disputes	and	it	would	also	become	of	
great	use	to	William	when	he	partitioned	England	to	his	nobles.	This	system	of	
land	measurement	that	would	prove	invaluable	to	the	Normans	was	on	early	
																																								 																				
131	Attenborough,	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	40.	
132	Ibid.	
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display	long	before	Alfred	was	even	born.133	The	following	examines	the	legal	
code	outside	of	Kent	and	its	role	in	Anglo-Saxon	England	as	a	whole.	
Alfred	the	Great	credits	Ine	in	the	introduction	of	his	code	code.	Recent	
scholarship	attempts	to	discern	the	level	of	influence	that	Ine’s	law	code	had	on	
those	compiled	by	Alfred.	Heinrich	Brunner	contends	that	Alfred’s	laws	were	
compiled	from	Ine’s	code	and	that	the	legal	system	of	Wessex	was	a	predecessor	
of	the	previous	monarchs.134	In	contrast	to	Brunner’s	assessment,	Todd	Preston	
argues	that	Alfred	the	Great	used	significant	portions	of	Ine’s	code,	but	that	
Alfred	also	changed	and	omitted	a	number	of	laws	which	he	did	not	agree	
with.135	Finally,	Joseph	Lynch	argues	that	Ine’s	laws	influenced	Alfred’s	code,	but	
that	Alfred’s	zealous	Christianity	changed	laws	that	he	liked	and	omitted	laws	
that	he	did	not.	Lynch	concludes	that	the	final	product	was	not	the	result	of	
major	influences	from	Ine’s	law,	but	a	more	zealous	Christianity	influencing	the	
previous	law	codes.136		
The	relationship	between	Alfred	and	Ine’s	codes	is	debated	in	three	ways.	
First,	that	Ine’s	laws	heavily	influenced	Alfred’s	code	and	were	almost	directly	
																																								 																				
133	Domesday	Book:	A	Complete	Translation,	trans.	Ann	Williams	and	Geoffrey	
Martin	(New	York:	Penguin	Books,	2003).	The	Domesday	Book	compiled	under	
William	of	Normandy	illustrates	how	much	the	Normans	relied	upon	and	used	
the	hide	and	hundred	system	of	the	Anglo-Saxon.	Every	hide	now	under	
William’s	control	is	broken	down	in	the	text	as	well	as	the	new	French	lord	who	
controlled	the	land.	
134	Heinrich	Brunner,	The	sources	of	English	Law	(London,	UK:	Little	&	Brown	
Publishing,	1908),	10.	
135	Todd	Preston,	King	Alfred's	Book	of	Laws:	A	Study	of	the	Domboc	and	Its	
Influence	on	English	Identity,	with	a	Complete	Translation	(Jefferson,	NC:	
McFarland	Press,	2014),	8.	
136	Joseph	Lynch,	Christianizing	Kinship:	Ritual	Sponsorship	in	Anglo-Saxon	
England	(Ithaca,	NY:	Cornell	University	Press),	199.	
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copied	from	the	older	laws	to	the	new	ones.	Brunner	argues	this	point	of	view	in,	
The	sources	of	English	Law.	According	to	Brunner,	the	laws	that	were	directly	
quoted	from	Ine’s	laws	significantly	outnumber	the	laws	from	other	Anglo-Saxon	
kings.137	Brunner	bases	his	conclusion	on	the	fact	that	without	Ine’s	laws	Alfred’s	
code	would	be	quite	insignificant.		
The	second	viewpoint	regarding	Ine	and	Alfred’s	legal	code	is	one	of	
mutual	relationship	between	the	record	of	Ine	and	the	legal	work	of	Alfred	the	
Great.	Todd	Preston	argues	for	a	mutual	relationship	between	the	two	law	codes	
in,	King	Alfred's	Book	of	Laws:	A	Study	of	the	Domboc	and	Its	Influence	on	English	
Identity,	with	a	Complete	Translation.	Preston	argues	that	many	of	the	laws	found	
in	both	law	codes	have	a	similar	structure	to	one	another,	as	well	as	similar	
themes.	Thus,	Alfred’s	code	borrowed	heavily	from	Ine’s	laws	while	also	molding	
many	of	the	laws	for	his	own	administration.138	According	to	Preston,	Alfred	
includes	Ine’s	code	to	both	show	the	continuity	between	the	two	law	codes,	and	
to	legitimize	his	own	code.139	The	need	to	provide	legitimacy	to	his	own	law	code	
caused	Alfred	to	take	a	mutualistic	approach	to	Ine’s	laws.		
The	third	and	final	argument	is	that	although	Alfred	used	Ine’s	code,	he	
often	modified	it	and	neglected	certain	laws.	Lynch	argues	this	by	emphasizing	
Alfred’s	devotion	to	Christianity.	According	to	Lynch,	Alfred	influenced	Ine’s	
laws	more	so	than	Ine’s	laws	influenced	Alfred,	as	Alfred	christianized	the	laws	
																																								 																				
137	Brunner,	The	sources	of	English	Law,	13. 
138	Preston,	King	Alfred's	Book	of	Laws,	10.	
139	Attenborough,	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	5.	
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to	fit	his	religion	or	by	omitting	laws	that	did	not	conform	to	Alfred’s	ideas.140	
Lynch	bases	his	argument	on	Alfred’s	extreme	Christianity	and	his	devotion	to	
the	religion.	Christianity	had	been	able	to	root	itself	deeper	into	Anglo-Saxon	
society	between	Ine’s	code	and	Alfred.		
General	laws	of	Wergild	
Ine’s	law	code	contains	eighteen	laws	that	discuss	wergild.141	I	have	
broken	those	laws	into	four	categories;	general	wergild,	oaths,	theft,	and	laws	
that	pertain	to	the	Welsh.	The	general	wergild	laws,	typically	revolve	around	the	
procedure	after	death,	and	the	wergild	required	from	an	individual’s	death.		
The	following	are	several,	but	not	all,	of	the	general	wergild	laws	from	
Ine’s	law	
code,	
11.	If	anyone	sells	one	of	his	own	countrymen,	bond	
or	free,	over	the	sea,	even	though	he	be	guilty,	he	
shall	pay	for	him	with	his	Wergild	and	make	full	
atonement	with	God	[for	his	crime].	19.	A	member	of	
the	king’s	household,	if	his	wergild	is	1,200	shillings,	
shall	be	allowed	to	swear	for	60	hides,	if	he	is	a	
communicant.	23.	If	anyone	slays	a	foreigner,	the	
king	shall	have	two-thirds	of	his	wergild,	and	his	son	
or	relatives	one-third.	23.1.	If	he	has	no	relatives,	the	
king	shall	have	one-half	and	the	magnate	shall	have	
																																								 																				
140	Lynch,	Christianizing	Kinship,	198-99.	
141		Attenborough,	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	40.	
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the	other.	23.2.	If,	however,	the	person	under	whose	
protection	he	has	been	is	an	abbot	or	an	abbess,	he	
or	she	shall	share	the	wergild	with	the	king	in	the	
same	proportion	as	the	magnate	does.	70.	When	a	
wergild	of	200	shillings	has	to	be	paid,	a	
compensation	of	30	shillings	shall	be	paid	to	the	
man’s	lord;	when	a	wergild	of	600	shillings	has	to	be	
paid,	the	compensation	shall	be	80	shilling;	when	a	
wergild	of	1200	shillings	has	to	be	paid,	the	
compensation	shall	be	120	shillings.	(11.	Gif	hwa	his	
agenne	geleod	bebycgge,	theowne	oththe	frigne,	
theah	he	scyldig	sie,	ofer	sea,	forgielde	hine	his	were	
with	Godd	deoplice	bete...	42.	19.	Cyninges	geneat	gif	
his	wer	bith	twelfhund	scill,	he	mot	swerian	for	syxtig	
hida,	gif	he	bth	huslagengea…	43.	23.	Gif	mon	
eltheodine	ofslea,	se	cyning	ah	twaedne	dael	weres	
thriddan	dael	sunu	oththe	maegas.	23.1.	Gif	he	thonne	
maegleas	sie,	healf	kyninge,	healf	se	gesith.	23.2.	Gif	
hit	thonne	abbod	sie	oththe	abbodesse,	daelen	on	tha	
ilcan	wisan	with	thone	kyning...	59.	70.	Aet	
twyhyndum	were	mon	sceal	sellan	to	monbote	XXX	
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scill,	aet	VI	hyndum	LXXX	scill,	aet	XII	hyndum	CXX	
scill).142	
	
The	first	of	these	laws	dealt	with	the	capture	and	sale	of	men	from	Wessex	to	
foreign	lands.	This	law	was	primarily	concerned	with	the	sale	of	the	guilty	to	
foreign	lands	to	be	assigned	to	slave	labor.	The	king	had	the	option	to	send	the	
thief	to	the	mainland	for	the	sale	and	benefit	of	both	the	king	and	the	man	he	
was	robbing.	Similar	in	nature	to	the	Kentish	laws,	the	king	had	the	authority	to	
issue	justice	in	these	cases.	By	placing	a	fine	on	the	sale	of	criminals,	this	
incentivized	individuals	to	save	justice	for	the	king.	Furthermore,	as	Bede	notes,	
the	practice	of	selling	Christians	into	foreign	slavery	became	more	intolerable	
the	longer	that	Anglo-Saxon	England	remained	Christian.143		
	 Another	topic	addressed	by	Ine’s	law	code	was	how	much	those	in	the	
service	of	the	king	were	worth.	Those	who	were	in	the	service	of	the	king	had	a	
wergild	totaling	1,200	shillings.	This	was	quite	a	substantial	amount,	as	the	
highest	amounts	found	in	the	Kentish	codes	only	reached	600	shillings.	The	large	
fine	no	doubt	was	utilized	to	isolate	those	close	to	the	king	from	violence.	1,200	
shillings	might	have	encouraged	those	in	Wessex	society	to	think	twice	before	
assaulting	or	brawling	with	a	member	of	the	court.	Furthermore,	the	king’s	agent	
was	allowed	to	swear	a	minimal	number	of	hides	on	oaths	that	he	made.	This	
provided	further	protection	for	those	who	were	connected	to	the	king.144	Both	of	
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these	examples	give	significant	power	to	the	king	and	his	agents.	A	status	that	is	
comparable	to	Norman	kingship.145	
	 The	final	two	laws	discussed	the	proper	action	taken	after	killing	a	
foreigner	and	the	money	that	was	owed	to	an	earl	if	wergild	was	paid.	The	death	
of	an	individual	from	a	foreign	land	would	have	most	directly	benefited	the	king,	
as	he	was	owed	between	one-half	and	two-thirds	of	the	wergild	incurred.	The	
king	received	less	if	the	foreigner	was	being	hosted	by	a	government	official	or	
the	head	of	a	monastery.	However,	the	king	received	compensation	regardless	of	
the	outcome.	The	earl	was	also	compensated	for	their	subject’s	death.	As	law	70	
noted,	when	wergild	was	paid	out	to	a	victim’s	next	of	kin,	the	earl	was	also	owed	
an	amount	that	was	separate	from	the	dead	man’s	total	wergild.	Both	of	these	
laws	exemplified	both	of	the	king	and	nobles	extending	their	power	into	the	day-
to-day	lives	of	their	people.146	Fines	were	no	longer	between	those	involved	in	
the	situation,	as	the	lords	had	begun	to	assert	themselves	more	into	all	social	
ranks.	A	king	was	entitled	to	payment	not	only	if	the	crime	was	committed	in	his	
house,	but	also	if	the	king	was	that	individual’s	direct	lord.	
Laws	Containing	Oaths	
	 As	well	as	the	general	laws	regarding	wergild,	the	laws	of	Ine	also	
contained	clauses	centered	on	an	individual’s	value	and	oaths.	The	five	laws	that	
																																								 																				
145	Ann	Williams,	Kingship	and	Government	in	pre-Conquest	England	500C-1066C	
(New	York:	McMillian	Higher	Education,1999),	34.	See	also;	George	Garnett,	
Conquered	England	Kingship,	Succession,	and	Tenure	(London,	UK:	Oxford	
University	Press,	2007),	154.	
146	Lambert,	Law	and	Order,	38.	
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referenced	wergild	were	often	focused	around	finances	and	the	value	of	the	
individual	had	an	impact	on	the	value	of	their	oath.	As	the	following	exemplifies,	
30.	If	anyone	accuses	a	commoner	of	harboring	a	
fugitive	he	shall	clear	himself	by	an	oath	equal	in	
value	to	his	own	wergild.	If	he	cannot	do	so	he	shall	
pay	for	harboring	the	fugitive,	a	sum	equal	to	his	
own	wergild.	A	nobleman	also	shall	pay	according	to	
the	amount	of	his	own	wergild.	54.	If	anyone	is	
accused	of	homicide	and	he	wishes	to	deny	the	deed	
with	an	oath,	there	shall	be	in	the	100	hides	one	
entitled	to	give	the	king’s	oath	of	30	hides,	both	in	
the	case	of	the	noble	and	the	commoner,	whichever	
he	may	be.	54.1	If	payment	is	made	for	the	deadman,	
then	he	may,	if	need	be,	include	a	slave	and	a	coat	of	
mail,	and	a	sword	in	each	hundred	shillings	of	the	
wergild.	71.	If	a	man	is	accused	on	a	charge	involving	
the	payment	of	wergild,	and	if	when	he	is	required	to	
give	an	oath	he	confesses	the	act,	which	he	has	
previously	denied,	no	proceedings	shall	be	taken	to	
secure	the	fine	until	the	wergild	has	been	paid.	(30.	If	
mon	cierliscne	monnan	fliemanfeorme	teo,	be	his	
agnum	were	geladgin	he	hine;	gif	he	ne	maege	gielde	
hine	his	agne	were;	se	gesithmon	swa	be	his	were…	
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56.	54.	Se	the	hith	werfawhthe	betogen	he	onsacan	
wille	thaws	sleges	mid	athe,	thonne	sceal	bion	on	
thaere	hydenne	an	kyningaethe	be	XXX	hida,	swa	be	
gesithcundum	men	swa	be	cierliscum,	swa	hwaether	
swa	hit	sie...	54.1.	Gif	hine	mon	gilt,	thonne	mot	he	
gese;;an	on	thara	hyndenna	gehwelcere	monnan	
byrnan	sweord,	on	thaet	wergild,	gif	he	thyrfe.	59.	Gif	
mon	sie	wertyhtlan	betogen	he	hit	thonne	geondette	
beforan	athe	onsace	aer	bide	mon	mid	thaere	
witeraedeene	oth	thaet	se	wer	gegolden	sie).147		
	
Law	30	had	nothing	to	do	with	death	or	assault,	rather	it	stipulated	an	
individual’s	proper	actions	if	they	wished	to	deny	their	involvement	in	a	
treasonous	crime.	If	a	man	was	accused	of	providing	assistance	to	treasonous	
individuals,	they	could	deny	it,	so	long	as	they	swore	an	oath	and	provided	a	
security	equal	to	their	wergild.	In	contrast,	if	the	accused	individuals	did	not	
deny	the	charges	that	were	laid	against	them	they	could	clear	their	name	by	
simply	paying	a	fine	equal	to	their	wergild.	This	exemplifies	wergild’s	definition	
expanding	yet	again.	Individuals	could	have	paid	their	wergild	to	their	lord	in	
order	to	escape	punishment.	Or,	if	they	wished	to	deny	the	charge	against	them,	
they	could	have	sworn	an	oath	on	a	sum	equal	to	their	value.	Wergild	was	now	
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69 
 
also	responsible	for	settling	arbitration	between	citizens	and	their	justice	
system,	completely	removed	from	murder	or	assault.	
	 Continuing,	law	54	and	its	sub	clause	54.1	stipulated	what	was	required	
of	an	oath	that	denied	homicide	and	what	was	required	if	wergild	was	paid	to	the	
victim’s	family.	While	law	54	had	little	to	do	with	wergild,	its	sub	clause	specified	
that	there	was	additional	compensation	if	the	oath	proved	false.148		As	well	as	
the	victim's	wergild,	the	offenders	were	also	encouraged	to	supply	the	family	
with	an	additional	sword,	slave,	and	coat	of	mail	if	they	provided	a	false	oath.	
This	issue	would	not	have	involved	the	peasantry	to	a	large	extent,	as	the	vast	
majority	did	not	have	a	wergild	valued	over	100	shillings.	However,	this	was	
significant	for	the	earls	and	lords,	who	had	to	supply	fighting	men	in	times	of	
war.	The	additional	resources	helped	alleviate	the	burden	that	a	lost	soldier	
incurred.	Finally,	law	71	explained	the	course	of	action	that	was	required	if	a	
person	confessed	to	a	crime	upon	being	asked	to	swear	an	oath.	Payment	of	the	
wergild	was	paramount	in	the	event	that	the	individual	confessed	the	crime.	
Hides	
	 Ine’s	code	referenced	a	form	of	measurement	that	was	not	present	in	any	
of	the	Kentish	codes.	Ine’s	laws	referenced	the	“hide”	constantly	throughout	its	
laws,	not	only	in	the	laws	that	pertained	to	wergild,	but	in	regards	to	other	
subjects	topics	as	well.	The	English	hide	was	a	unit	of	land	within	the	counties	of	
Anglo-Saxon	England.	The	hide	was	present	from	the	earliest	days	of	Anglo-
Saxon	society	in	England	and	provided	the	land	with	structure	and	
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organization.149	The	hide	lasted	through	the	Danish	occupation	of	England	and	
became	a	critical	tool	of	William	of	Normandy’s	Doomsday	Survey.150	A	hide	was	
valuable	to	lords	and	the	aristocracy	because	it	was	a	reliable	and	consistent	
source	of	tax	revenue	and	soldiers.	To	offer	a	hide	as	collateral	for	an	oath	would	
not	only	stake	an	individual’s	fortune	on	his	innocence,	but	his	status	in	society	
as	well.	The	more	hides	an	individual	controlled	the	more	valuable	he	was	to	the	
earl	and	king.	This	provided	those	within	society	with	more	land	more	prestige	
in	society.151	The	laws	of	Ine	moved	from	a	theological	backing	for	their	oaths	to	
a	financial	one	as	the	entire	oath	system	was	based	on	financial	risk,	and	not	on	
spiritual	consequences.	Those	who	did	not	have	enough	hides	to	secure	an	oath	
could	not	make	an	oath,	and	thus	were	required	to	pay	the	wergild.152	The	Hide	
provided	not	only	significant	prestige	for	those	who	had	it,	but	also	a	temporary	
shield	from	legal	resource.		
After	his	conquest,	William	instituted	a	feudal	system	that	was	almost	
entirely	in	line	with	our	modern	interpretation	and	definition	of	medieval	
lordship	and	fief-holding.	Ultimate	authority	was	held	by	the	king,	who	then	
disseminated	his	authority	to	his	nobles,	who	further	disseminated	his	power.	
153	The	organization	of	the	lands	in	Anglo-Saxon	England	made	this	task	much	
easier,	as	the	hides	and	hundreds	could	be	spread	to	multiple	lords.	William	
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promised	land	and	titles	to	those	lords	who	helped	him	take	England	and	the	
Anglo-Saxon’s	organization	of	the	land	made	creating	and	distributing	fiefdoms	
to	William’s	vassals	a	much	easier	task.	The	land	was	already	divided	into	
defined	sections	under	a	similare	system.	The	earliest	laws,	including	the	wergild	
laws,	helped	the	Anglo-Saxons	define	and	solidify	the	land	organization	that	
would	be	utilized	by	William	in	his	Domesday	book.154 
Theft	and	Wergild	in	the	Laws	of	Ine	
	 Ine’s	law	code,	like	Kent’s	also	applied	wergild	to	thievery.	However,	Ine’s	
law	code	expanded	wergild	laws	regarding	thievery.	The	laws	below	were	a	
fraction	of	the	laws	in	Ine’s	code	that	deal	with	thievery.		
Shown	in	the	following,	
12.	If	a	thief	is	taken	he	shall	die	the	death,	or	his	life	
shall	be	redeemed	by	the	payment	of	his	wergild.155	
35.	He	who	kills	a	thief	shall	be	allowed	to	declare	
with	an	oath	that	he	whom	he	killed	was	a	thief	
trying	to	escape,	and	the	kinsmen	of	the	dead	man	
shall	swear	an	oath	to	carry	on	no	vendetta	against	
him.	If,	however,	he	keeps	it	a	secret	and	it	
afterward	comes	to	light,	then	he	shall	pay	for	his	
(wergild).156	(12.	Hif	theof	sie	gefongen,	swelte	he	
deathe,	oththe	his	lif	be	his	were	man	aliese.	35.	Se	the	
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theof	slihth,	he	mot	athe	gecythan,	thaet	he	hine	
fleondne	for	theof	sloge,	thaes	deadan	maegas	him	
swerian	unceasees	ath.	Gif	he	hit	thonne	dierne	sie	eft	
yppe,	thone	forgielde	he	hine.).	
	
Law	12	introduced	a	new	concept	to	English	law,	a	thief	may	buy	back	his	life	
and	freedom.	The	fine	was	paid	to	the	king	and	the	stolen	item	was	to	be	
returned	to	the	owner.157	If	a	fine	was	not	paid	then	the	thief	was	killed.	Law	35	
expands	the	criteria	of	wergild	to	cover	perjury	after	an	oath.	If	an	oath	made	in	
response	to	the	murder	of	a	thief	was	proven	false,	then	the	full	wergild	was	
required	as	compensation	to	the	thief’s	family.	A	punishment	based	on	a	
person’s	wergild	for	a	false	claim	was	not	present	in	any	of	the	Kentish	law	
codes,	but	was	a	fixture	in	Ine’s	laws	of	Wessex.		
	 Ine’s	code	also	contained	other	laws	regarding	a	thief	and	his	wergild,	the	
capture	and	escape	of	a	criminal,	as	well	as	the	proceedings	to	follow	after	
wergild	was	paid.	However,	laws	12	and	35	are	the	most	important	as	they	add	
significantly	new	weight	to	wergild	as	an	institution.	 	
The	Welsh	and	Wergild	
	 Laws	regarding	the	Welsh	conclude	the	laws	of	Ine.	The	Welsh,	like	
thieves	and	murderers,	occupied	a	significant	portion	of	Ine’s	law	code.	The	
Welsh	were	a	new	category	in	the	laws	pertaining	to	wergild	as	they	were	not	
																																								 																				
157	Johann	Martin	Lappenberg,	A	History	of	England	Under	the	Anglo-Saxon	Kings,	
Volume	2	(London,	UK:	Bell	Publishing,	1884),	422.	
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present	in	the	Kentish	law	codes.	These	laws	regarding	the	Welsh	represented	
the	disparity	present	between	Anglo-Saxons	and	Welsh	of	Wessex.		
The	most	deliberate	laws	are	present	with	the	following,		
32.	If	a	Welshman	possesses	a	hide	of	land	his	
wergild	shall	be	120	shillings.	If,	however,	he	
possesses	half	of	a	hide,	his	wergild	shall	be	80	
shillings;	if	he	possesses	no	land;	60	shillings.	33.	
The	wergild	of	a	Welsh	horseman	who	is	in	the	
king’s	service	and	can	ride	on	his	errands	shall	be	
200	shillings.	23.3.	The	wergild	of	a	Welsh	taxpayer	
is	120	shillings;	of	his	son	100	shillings.	The	amount	
to	be	paid	for	killing	a	slave	is	normally	60	shillings,	
but	in	some	cases	50	shillings.	A	Welshman	may	
compound	for	a	scourging	by	the	payment	of	12	
shillings.	24.2.	The	wergild	of	a	Welshman	who	holds	
five	hides	of	land	shall	be	600	shillings.	(32.	Gif	
Wilisc	mon	haebbe	hide	londes,	his	wer	bith	CXX	scill;	
gif	he	thonne	healfes	haebbe,	LXXX	scill;	gif	he	naenig	
haebbe,	LX	scill.	33.	Cyninges	horswalh,	se	the	him	
maege	geaerendian,	thaes	wergield	bith	CC	scill.23.3.	
Wealh	gafolgelda	CXX	scill,	his	sunu,	C,	theowne	LX,	
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somhwelcne	fiftegun;	Wealse	hyd	twelfum.	24.2.	
Wealh,	gif	he	hafath	V	hida,	he	hith	syxhynde.	).158	
	
Beginning	with	law	23	clause	3,	the	normal	wergild	of	a	Welsh	land	holder	was	
120	shillings,	and	the	land	holder’s	family’s	wergild	was	100	shillings.	Curiously,	
law	23	also	contained	a	stipulation	that	allowed	a	Welshman	to	reduce	his	fines	
to	12	shillings	if	he	also	elected	to	be	scourged.	Law	32	delineated	the	worth	of	a	
Welshman	in	Anglo-Saxon	Wessex.	The	value	began	at	120	shillings	but	
diminished	as	the	land	that	the	Welshman	held	also	decreased.	However,	120	
shilling	was	not	the	maximum	value	of	a	Welshmen	in	Wessex.	As	law	33	notes,	
if	a	Welsh	horseman	was	serving	the	king	his	wergild	is	worth	200	shillings.	
Similar	to	what	has	been	present	in	the	previous	laws,	the	higher	fine	applied	to	
those	in	direct	service	to	the	king	was	put	in	place	to	protect	those	who	were	
able	to	fight	and	defend	the	kingdom.	A	fine	of	200	shillings	might	have	made	an	
individual	think	twice	before	taking	the	life	of	a	Welshman	who	served	the	king.	
In	Summary	
Ine’s	laws,	like	Whited	and	Eadric’s	laws,	greatly	expanded	wergild’s	
jurisdiction	in	society.	Like	the	later	Kentish	laws,	Ine’s	code	expanded	the	
coverage	beyond	assault	and	murder	to	include	theft	as	well	as	fraud.	The	
emphasis	was	placed	on	protecting	material	possession	as	well	as	physical	well-
being.	Ine’s	laws	also	expanded	the	role	of	the	king	within	society.	Not	only	was	
the	king	responsible	for	enacting	the	laws	but	he	also	acted	as	a	judge	for	some	
																																								 																				
158	Attenborough,	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	45-71.	
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of	the	wergild	crimes.	This	gave	the	king	enhanced	power	as	well	as	affirm	his	
importance	within	Anglo-Saxon	society.	Finally,	Ine’s	laws	also	expanded	on	the	
methods	of	compensation	used	in	wergild	laws.	Schillings	were	still	of	
importance	within	Ine’s	code,	but	the	role	of	the	hide	now	took	on	greater	
importance.	Land	allowed	an	individual	to	stake	more	on	their	oath	and	claim	
and	thus	avoid	paying	fines,	or	the	individual	could	compensate	utilizing	land.	
This	is	significant	because	it	represents	a	major	shift	in	the	legal	culture.	While	
the	first	law	code	heavily	emphasized	money,	Ine’s	use	of	land	shows	that	value	
within	Anglo-Saxon	society	had	begun	to	shift.	Wealth	was	now	also	measured	in	
relation	to	how	much	land	an	individual	controlled.	This	emphasis	on	landed	
wealth	would	grow	in	Anglo-Saxon	society	and	be	an	integral	part	in	William	of	
Normandy’s	conquest	of	England.	
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OFFA’S	POSSIBLE	LAW	CODE	
Suggesting	several	laws	that	may	have	originated	with	King	Offa	
King	Offa	
	 King	Offa	ruled	the	western	Anglo-Saxon	Kingdom	known	as	Mercia	from	
756	to	796	C.E.	Under	Offa,	Mercia	expanded	and	dominated	the	surrounding	
kingdoms,	taking	land	from	Wessex,	Northumbria,	and	Kent	in	the	process.	Offa	
created	lasting	building	projects	that	stand	still	to	this	day,	and	his	coinage	is	
recognized	as	one	of	the	first	major	examples	of	regal	iconography	in	Anglo-
Saxon	England.159	Much	is	known	about	Offa	and	his	kingdom,	but	not	his	laws160		
Alfred	the	Great	made	reference	to	Offa’s	law	code	at	the	beginning	of	his	own	
legal	text,	when	he	offered	praise	for	the	ruler’s	contribution.161	However,	the	
exact	content	of	Offa’s	code	is	unknown	because,	unlike	Ine’s	laws,	Alfred	did	not	
include	a	separate	list	of	Offa’s	laws.162	The	only	definitive	connection	that	Offa’s	
has	to	Alfred’s	code	is	through	the	credit	given	to	him.	Despite	the	credit	that	
was	bestowed	in	Alfred’s	law	code,	scholars	have	yet	to	synthesize	a	significant	
portion	of	Offa’s	code	out	of	the	existing	laws.	The	following	section	suggests	
several	laws	that	may	belong	to	Offa’s	code,	provide	a	commentary	on	those	laws	
in	that	context,	places	them	in	the	category	of	laws	that	predated	Alfred	the	
Great,	and	highlights	the	change	in	the	legal	tradition	that	Offa’s	code	represents.	
																																								 																				
159	Michael	Brown	and	Carol	Farr,	Mercia:	An	Anglo-Saxon	Kingdom	in	Europe	
(New	York,	NY:	Bloomsbury	Publishing,	2005),	3.	
160	For	example,	see	the	following	sources	regarding	the	sophistication	and	
lasting	impact	from	Offa’s	reign:	D.	P.	Kirby,	The	Earliest	English	Kings	(New	
York,	NY:	Psychology	Publishing,	2000).	David	Lindsay,	Offa’s	Dyke	(New	York,	
NY:	Trafford	Publishing,	2005).	
161	Attenborough,	The	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	60.	
162	Preston,	King	Alfred’s	Book	of	Laws,	14.	
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These	laws,	like	the	Ine’s	Law	code,	strengthened	the	power	of	the	king,	and	
helped	solidify	his	place	in	society.	
Previous	Works	on	Offa’s	Code	
While	Alfred	gave	credit	to	Offa,	it	remains	unclear	what	specific	laws	
Alfred	used	when	compiling	his	law	code.	Scholars	such	as	M.	Turk	argue	that	
there	is	no	way	to	discern	Offa’s	laws	from	Alfred’s.163	In	contrast,	Henry	
Mackenzie	argues	that	the	laws	in	Alfred’s	code	that	do	not	mimic	Aethelberht’s	
or	Ine’s	code	can	be	attributed	to	Offa.164		Similarly,	William	Chaney	argues	that	
the	laws	not	accounted	for	by	Ine’s	or	Aethelberht’s	code	could	have	originated	
with	either	Offa	or	the	continental	Frankish	law	codes.165	While	scholars	such	as	
Patrick	Wormald	argue	that	the	language	used	in	various	laws	matches	words	
that	could	only	belong	to	Mercian	writing.166	This	analysis	uses	both	Mackenzie	
and	Wormald’s	suggestions	in	searching	for	Offa’s	laws	regarding	wergild,	as	I	
address	the	laws	that	Wormald	singles	out	based	on	their	language	while	also	
comparing	laws	that	are	not	found	in	the	other	legal	codes.	
	 Beginning	with	the	scholarship	that	suggests	isolating	Offa’s	code	is	
impossible,	Milton	Turk	addresses	the	issue	of	Offa’s	law	code	in	the	
introduction	of	his	translation	of	Alfred’s	law	code.	During	his	introduction,	Turk	
addresses	the	fact	that	the	laws	in	Alfred’s	code	were	not	divided	by	authors.	
																																								 																				
163	Turk,	The	Legal	Code	of	Alfred	the	Great,	40.	
164	Henry,	Mackenzie,	Essay	on	the	Life	and	Institutions	of	Offa,	King	of	Mercia	A.D.	
755-794,	Parts	755-794	(London,	UK:	Hamilton	Adams	Press,	1840).	
165	William	Chaney,	Cult	of	Kingship	in	Anglo	Saxon	England:	The	Transition	from	
Paganism	to	Christianity	(Los	Angeles,	CA:	University	of	California	Press,	1970).	
166	Patrick	Wormald,	“In	Search	of	Offa’s	‘Law	Code’”	in,	People	and	Places	in	
Northern	Europe,	500-1600:	Essays	in	Honour	of	Peter	Hayes	Sawyer	(London,	UK:	
Boydell	and	Brewer	Press,	1991),	26-60.	
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Rather	they	were	combined	together	into	sections.	Turk	questions	the	viability	
of	discerning	Offa’s	law	code	from	the	mass	of	laws	from	various	kingdoms	and	
expresses	doubt	that	the	process	would	definitively	show	what	laws	belonged	to	
Offa	and	that	his	code	will	remain	lost.	According	to	Turk,	because	Alfred	did	not	
include	Offa’s	laws	in	his	own	legal	code,	as	he	did	with	Ine’s	laws,	it	is	
impossible	to	discern	Offa’s	laws	from	Alfred’s.167	In	contrast,	Mackenzie	argues	
by	elimination	that	the	laws	of	Offa	can	be	extracted	from	Alfred’s	law	code.	
Mackenzie	states	that	because	Alfred’s	administration	did	not	create	new	laws,	
then	those	clauses	that	do	not	align	with	Ine’s	code	or	Aethelberht’s	code	must	
belong	to	Offa’s	code.168	Chaney	does	not	disagree	with	Mackenzie’s	argument,	
but	he	does	note	that	the	laws	found	in	Alfred’s	code	may	have	also	originated	on	
the	continent.	Chaney	states	that	the	Frankish	legal	tradition	was	present	in	
England	at	this	time	and	that	it	may	have	also	influence	Alfred’s	laws.	Chaney	
acknowledges	that	Offa’s	code	could	also	be	traced	in	some	of	the	laws	that	are	
unaccounted	for,	in	the	previous	law	codes.169		
Patrick	Wormald	also	argues	that	the	laws	of	Offa	can	be	extracted	from	
Alfred’s	law	code.	Wormald	uses	Mackenzie’s	argument	that	Offa’s	laws	are	most	
likely	those	missing	in	Ine’s	or	Aethelberht’s	code.	Wormald	also	examines	the	
language	used	in	some	of	the	laws	to	further	solidify	their	origin	in	Offa’s	code.	
Wormald	notes	several	in	Alfred’s	laws,	such	as	law	two,	five,	and	eight,	that	use	
																																								 																				
167	Turk,	Laws	of	King	Alfred,	40.	
168	Mackenzie,	Essay	on	the	Life	and	Institutions	of	Offa,	18-19.	
169	Chaney,	Cult	of	Kingship	in	Anglo	Saxon	England,	179.	
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words	or	phrases	that	have	only	appeared	in	Mercian	old	English.170	Through	his	
analysis,	Wormald	identifies	several	laws	that	could	be	attributed	to	Offa	and	
asserts	that	more	could	also	be	identified	through	a	deeper	analysis	of	the	
language.	The	laws	identified	for	this	paper’s	analysis	use	both	Mackenzie’s	
theory	as	well	as	Wormald’s	to	identify	laws	pertaining	to	wergild	that	could	be	
attributed	to	King	Offa,	although	a	firm	identification	of	the	laws	may	never	be	
possible.	
Offa’s	laws	regarding	Wergild	
	 Through	an	examination	of	the	laws	present	in	Alfred’s	code,	five	laws	
could	conceivably	be	considered	originating	in	Offa’s	laws.	Wormald	identifies	
law	two,	which	is	noted	below,	as	the	language	used	in	the	law	is	only	found	in	
Mercian	writing.	The	remaining	four	laws	are	singled	out	after	a	comparison	
with	other	wergild	laws.	Laws	4.1,	6.1,	9,	and	19,	which	are	addressed	below,	
either	pertain	to	a	subject	that	the	other	law	codes	do	not	address,	or	the	
language	in	them	is	so	altered	that	they	could	be	considered	from	another	
source.171	While	these	are	the	five	laws	used	in	this	analysis,	it	is	worth	
mentioning	that	several	other	laws	could	have	been	from	Offa’s	law	code.	
Although	these	laws	either	pertain	to	wergild,	they	did	not	display	enough	of	a	
difference	to	be	confidently	singled	out,	or	they	were	in	reference	to	a	law	
already	mentioned.172		
																																								 																				
170	Wormald,	“In	Search	of	Offa’s	‘Law	Code’,”	43-45. 
171	Ibid.	
172	Attenborough,	The	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	See	for	example	laws	8,	
17,	and	26.	
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The	following	are	the	laws	pertaining	to	Wergild	that	could	realistically	
be	attributed	to	Offa,		
2.1	If,	during	that	time,	anyone	injures	him		[a	man]	
by	a	mortal	blow,	by	putting	him	[the	man]	in	
fetters,	or	by	wounding	him	[a	man],	he	[the	
offender]	shall	pay	compensation	for	each	of	these	
offences	in	the	regular	way,	both	with	wergild	and	
fine,	and	he	[the	offender]	shall	paw	120	shillings	to	
the	community	as	compensation	for	violating	the	
sanctuary	of	the	Church,	and	he	[the	offender]	
himself	shall	not	have	the	payment	due	to	him	from	
the	fugitive.	6.1	If	he	[the	thief]	wishes	to	redeem	his	
hand,	and	if	it	is	decided	to	give	him	permission	to	
do	so,	he	shall	paw	such	fine	as	is	appropriate	to	his	
wergild.	9.	If	anyone	slays	a	woman	with	child,	while	
the	child	is	in	her	womb,	he	[the	offender]	shall	pay	
the	full	wergild	for	the	woman	and	half	the	wergild	
for	the	child,	which	shall	be	in	accordance	with	the	
wergild	of	the	father’s	kindred.	19.	If	anyone	lends	a	
weapon	of	his	to	another	man,	for	the	purpose	of	
committing	murder	with	it,	they	may	if	they	are	
willing	to,	combine	to	pay	the	Wergild.	19.1.	If	they	
do	not	combine	voluntarily,	he	who	lent	the	weapon	
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shall	pay	one-third	of	the	wergild	and	one-third	of	
the	fine.	(2.1.	Gif	hine	mon	on	tham	fierste	geyflige	
mid	slege	oththe	mid	bende	oththe	thurh	munde,	btet	
thara	aeghwele	mid	ryhte	theodscipe,	ge	mid	were	ge	
mid	wite	tham	hiwum	hundtwelftig	scill.	Ciricfrithes	
to	bote	naebbe	his	agne	forfongen.	6.1.	Gif	he	tha	hand	
lesan	wille	him	mon	thaet	gethafian	wille	gelde	swa	to	
his	were	belimpe.	9.	Gif	mon	wif	mid	bearne	ofslea	
thonne	thaet	bearn	in	hire	sie,	forgielde	thone	wifman	
fullan	gielde,	thaet	bearn	be	thaes	faerencnosles	were	
healfan	gelde.		19.	Gif	hwa	his	waepon	othrum	
onlaene,	thaet	he	mon	mid	ofslaenm	hie	moton	hie	
gesomnian	gif	hie	willath,	to	tham	were.	19.1.	Gif	hi	
hie	ne	gesamnien,	gielde	se	thaes	weapnes	onlah	thaes	
weres	thriddan	dael	thaes	wites	thriddan	dael).173	
	
Beginning	with	law	2.1,	the	law	stipulated	the	wergild	required	if	a	man,	“him”	
was	killed	under	a	church’s	protection.	If	a	man	was	killed	while	under	
immunity,	then	the	offender	was	required	to	both	pay	the	wergild	of	the	man	as	
well	as	the	town	a	fine	of	120	shillings	as	compensation	for	this	act.	Law	two	
introduced	two	concepts	to	the	legal	code	that	did	not	exist	before,	a	fine	paid	to	
an	entire	community,	as	well	as	the	notion	of	sanctuary.	The	previous	law	codes	
																																								 																				
173	Ibid.,	73.	
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had	treated	wergild	as	compensation	between	two	parties	and	the	earl	or	king	at	
times	would	have	taken	part.	Offa’s	code	brought	the	community	into	the	
process	of	wergild	settlements.	Law	two	also	places	the	concept	of	sanctuary	
location	in	the	legal	code	of	the	kingdom.		
Beginning	in	the	early	middle	ages,	the	legal	codes	of	Europe	added	
articles	enhancing	and	protecting	the	sanctuary	or	legal	immunity	offered	by	the	
church.174	Karl	Shoemaker	argues	this	was	not	only	due	to	the	adherence	to	
Christianity	in	England,	but	to	an	extension	of	royal	authority.	Offa	extended	his	
royal	authority	to	influence	the	church	as	well	as	control	his	subjects	who	were	
now	beholden	to	both	Christianity	and	their	earl.175	Paul	Hyams	echoes	this	by	
focusing	on	the	impact	that	the	later	kings	had	on	sanctuary	laws,	particularly	
just	before	the	Norman	Conquest.176	
Continuing,	law	6.1	provided	thieves	with	a	legal	alternative	if	they	were	
caught.	If	the	thieves	were	caught,	the	penalty	in	Mercia	was	the	loss	of	their	
hand.	However,	if	the	thieves	wished,	they	could	save	their	hands	by	paying	their	
wergild	as	punishment.	This	would	have	saved	the	thieves	from	the	ax,	while	
also	reinforcing	royal	authority	within	the	law	as	the	payment	would	have	been	
made	to	the	king.	Law	9	required	payment	if	a	pregnant	woman	was	killed.	
Interestingly,	there	were	several	laws	that	pertained	specifically	to	women	and	
assault	against	them.	The	existence	of	these	laws	echoes	wergild’s	purpose,	as	
																																								 																				
174	Ruth	Mazo	Karras,	Joel	Kaye,	and	E.	Ann	Matter,	Law	and	the	Illicit	in	Medieval	
Europe	(University	Park,	PA:	Pennsylvania	State	University	Press,	2008),	19.	
175	Karl	Shoemaker,	Sanctuary	and	Crime	in	the	Middle	Ages,	400-1500	(New	
York,	NY:	Fordham	University	Press,	2011),	88.	
176	Hyams,	Rancor	and	Reconciliation,	103.	
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those	who	produced	children	for	the	society	were	protected	by	law.	Women	
were	singled	out	in	Alfred’s	law	code,	but	the	structure	of	these	laws	was	similar	
to	those	general	assault	laws	found	in	Aethelberht’s	code.	It	was	not	definitive	
whether	they	originated	in	Offa’s	law	code	or	were	taken	from	Aethelberth’s	
code	and	slightly	modified.	Regardless,	law	9	made	it	clear	that	the	murder	of	
both	a	woman	and	her	unborn	child	had	to	be	compensated	for.	The	woman’s	
full	price	was	required	for	her	death	and	the	child	was	valued	as	half	of	his	
father’s	wergild.177		
Law	9	reinforced	the	importance	in	Anglo-Saxon	society	of	having	
children	and	thus	protected	pregnant	women	and	their	offspring.	The	
foundation	of	society	demanded	that	there	be	a	steady	supply	of	labor	for	food	
production	and	a	ready	supply	of	men	for	the	military	endeavors	of	the	kingdom.	
A	fine	placed	on	the	life	of	woman	of	bearing	ages	and	their	progenitor	created	
protection	for	those	members	of	the	society.		
Finally,	law	19	and	its	sub	clause	were	the	last	two	laws	that	could	have	
originated	from	Offa’s	code.	Law	19	described	the	punishment	incurred	if	an	
individual	supplied	weapons	for	a	murder.	In	this	case	the	king	received	wergild	
and	both	the	man	who	lent	the	weapon	as	well	as	the	man	who	was	going	to	
carry-out	the	murder	was	responsible	for	the	wergild.	Law	19’s	sub-clause	
outlined	the	course	of	action	and	payment	required	if	the	two	individuals	
disagree	with	paying	the	whole	fine.	The	man	who	loaned	the	weapon	out	was	
																																								 																				
177	Andrew	Rabin,	“Parent-Child	Litigation	in	Anglo-Saxon	England,”	in	Childhood	
&	Adolescence	in	Anglo-Saxon	Literary	Culture,	ed.	Susan	Irvine	and	Winfried	
Rudolf		(Toronto,	CA:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	2018),	270-290,	247.	
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not	responsible	for	the	entire	fine	if	the	two	decided	not	split	the	cost,	and	it	was	
beneficial	to	him	if	his	accomplice	agreed	not	to	pay	because	he	would	ultimately	
pay	a	lower	fine.	Law	19	and	its	sub	clause	touched	once	again	on	the	original	
intended	purpose	of	wergild.	These	laws	were	meant	to	prevent	violent	crime	
from	taking	place,	protecting	the	population	from	being	needlessly	decimated.		
In	Summary	
The	laws	above	represented	the	last	surviving	pre-Alfredian	laws	
regarding	wergild.	They,	like	their	contemporaries,	took	steps	to	ensure	
senseless	violence.	The	subsequent	law	codes	were	then	written	under	one	
kingdom,	either	Anglo-Saxon	or	Danish.	While	the	later	codes	were	influenced	by	
the	early	legal	texts,	they	did	not	exemplify	the	major	disparities	between	the	
early	codes,	especially	regarding	wergild.	In	particular,	Offa’s	code	brought	the	
community	into	the	legal	process.	While	wergild	had	previously	been	contained	
between	individuals	or	closed	groups,	Offa’s	code	expands	upon	the	previous	
codes	also	expanding	upon	those	involved	in	the	legal	process.	Finally,	Offa’s	
laws	briefly	guard	against	insurrection		
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CONCLUSION	
The	Growth	of	Early	Wergild	
Comparisons	between	the	early	codes	and	the	Normans	
To	conclude	this	thesis,	I	would	now	like	to	compare	major	points	of	
deviation	between	the	first	written	law	code	and	the	other	earliest	English	
versions	of	wergild.	Wergild	laws	went	through	many	changes	after	they	were	
first	compiled.	These	include	the	use	of	oaths,	the	treatment	of	thieves,	the	
power	and	influence	of	kings,	as	well	as	methods	used	to	pay	for	and	settle	fines.	
These	differences	exemplify	shift	from	polytheism	to	Christianity,	as	well	as	
shifts	from	a	mobile	Germanic	tribal	heritage	to	sedentary	kingdoms	attempting	
to	create	order	and	structure.	It	is	by	shifting	away	from	Germanic	heritage	and	
structure	that	William	was	able	to	move	much	of	the	Anglo-Saxon	legal	code	and	
social	structure	to	his	own	benefit.	It	was	this	organizational	structure	that	was	
of	great	benefit	to	William	after	the	conquest.	
The	scholarship	surrounding	the	changes	of	early	wergild	laws	typically	
focuses	on	comparing	the	values	listed	by	the	various	later	laws	and	does	not	
include	the	earliest	Kentish	code.	One	of	the	debates	regarding	wergild	
surrounds	the	value	of	the	shilling.	Ine’s	code,	more	so	than	any	other,	has	fines	
that	range	in	the	high	hundreds	and	the	thousands.	Beginning	with	the	
scholarship	surrounding	the	value	of	the	shilling	in	Wessex,	H.	M.	Chadwick	
argues	that	the	shillings	that	are	listed	in	Ine’s	code	were	equal	to	those	of	other	
kingdoms,	and	thus	the	wergild	required	changed	drastically	from	kingdom	to	
kingdom.	Chadwick	bases	his	argument	on	his	interpretation	of	H.	Green	who	
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had	first	makes	this	observation.178	Chadwick’s	main	purpose	is	to	show	that	the	
wergild	values	of	Wessex	were	inherently	different	than	other	kingdom’s	values.	
Frederic	Seebohm’s	Tribal	custom	in	Anglo-Saxon	law	echoes	Chadwick’s	
analysis.179	Seebohm	also	argues	that	the	shilling	held	a	similar	value	throughout	
England.	In	his	analysis,	Seebohm	uses	the	currency	from	the	Danelaw	and	the	
shilling	that	was	prevalent	in	Anglo-Saxon	England	to	show	that	the	shilling	held	
a	constant	value	across	the	various	kingdoms.180	
However,	scholars	have	recently	called	into	question	Chadwick	and	
Seebohm’s	conclusion,	as	the	monetary	system	of	Anglo-Saxon	England	has	
received	new	attention.	D.	A.	Bullough	refutes	their	claim	in	“Anglo-Saxon	
Institutions	and	Early	English	Society.”181	Bullough	argues	that	wergild	found	in	
the	various	Anglo-Saxon	kingdoms	was	relatively	equal	based	on	how	each	
kingdom	valued	the	shilling.182	Echoing	Bullough’s	work	is	John	Hines’	article,	
“Units	of	Gold	and	Silver	in	Seventh	Century	England:	Scillingas,	Sceattas	and	
Paningas.”183	Hines	uses	the	variations	in	weight	and	size	of	shillings	from	
various	regions	to	illustrate	that	their	value	would	likely	have	been	different	in	
each	kingdom.	Concluding	that	the	1,200	shillings	in	Wessex	would	indeed	be	
																																								 																				
178	Chadwick,	Studies	in	Anglo-Saxon	Institutions,	208.	
179	Frederick	Seebohm,	Tribal	Custom	in	Anglo-Saxon	Law:	Being	an	Essay	
Supplemental	To:	(1)	The	English	Village	Community,	(2)	The	Tribal	System	in	
Wales	(London,	UK:	Longmans,	Green,	and	Company,	1911),	209.	
180	D.	A.	Bollough,	“Anglo-Saxon	Institutions	and	Early	English	Society,”	in	Anglo-
Saxon	History,	Basic	Readings,	ed.	David	Pelteret	(New	York,	NY:	Grandal	
publishing,	2011),	363.	
181	Ibid.,	370.	
182	Ibid.	
183	John	Hines,	“Units	of	Gold	and	Silver	in	Seventh	Century	England:	Scillingas,	
Sceattas	and	Paningas,”	Antiquities	Journal	90	(2010):	153-73.	
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roughly	the	same	value	as	the	800	shillings	in	seventh	century	Kent.184	In	the	
following,	I	will	not	attempt	to	refute	either	claim,	but	rather	I	will	discuss	the	
evolution	that	wergild	underwent	after	the	first	law	code	was	recorded.185	
Through	the	inclusion	of	oaths,	the	expansion	of	wergild’s	coverage,	the	methods	
of	payment,	and	the	increased	power	of	the	king	it	is	clear	that	Wergild	greatly	
expanded	from	its	initial	recording.	I	will	then	discuss	implications	that	these	
changes	had	on	Anglo-Saxon	society	and	the	lasting	impact	on	England	as	a	
whole.	
Oaths	and	Land	
To	begin,	with	I	will	discuss	the	addition	of	oaths	within	wergild	laws.	
Oaths	were	absent	from	the	first	recorded	laws	from	Kent.	Eventually,	the	oath	
made	its	way	into	the	Anglo-Saxon	legal	code.	Kent,	Wessex	and	Mercia	had	
some	utilization	of	oath	within	their	wergild	laws.	In	Kent,	there	were	the	oath	
helpers,	
1.1.		If	the	killer	should	escape,	he	should	add	
a	fourth	man-worth	and	clear	himself	with	
good	oath-helpers	that	he	was	not	able	to	
seize	the	killer.	(1.1	Gif	se	bane	othbyrste,	
feorthe	manwyrth	he	to	gedo	hin	gacaenne	
																																								 																				
184	Ibid.,	160.	
185	Although,	there	is	still	much	to	be	said	about	the	disparity	between	the	
wergild	found	in	Kent	and	Wessex	as	Lisi	Oliver	seems	to	accept	that	the	shilling	
present	in	both	kingdoms	was	roughly	worth	the	same	amount:	Oliver,	The	
Beginnings	of	English	Law,	58.		
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mid	godum	aewdum	thaet	he	thane	banan	
begeten	ne	mihte.)186	
	
If	a	man	in	Kent	wished	to	clear	his	name,	he	not	only	needed	to	swear	an	oath	
confirming	the	validity	of	his	statement,	but	he	also	needed	to	secure	the	oaths	
of	four	other	men	in	good	standing.	The	oath	was	not	present	in	first	laws	of	
Kent,	but	was	added	later.	Similarly,	the	Wessex	legal	system	also	used	oaths.	
Ine’s	code	emphasized	financial	backing	with	the	oaths	that	were	made	in	
regards	to	wergild,	
30.	If	anyone	accuses	a	commoner	of	
harboring	a	fugitive	he	shall	clear	himself	by	
an	oath	equal	in	value	to	his	own	wergild.	If	
he	cannot	do	so	he	shall	pay	for	harboring	the	
fugitive,	a	sum	equal	to	his	own	wergild.	A	
nobleman	also	shall	pay	according	to	the	
amount	of	his	own	wergild.	54.	If	anyone	is	
accused	of	homicide	and	he	wishes	to	deny	
the	deed	with	an	oath,	there	shall	be	in	the	
100	hides	one	entitled	to	give	the	king’s	oath	
of	30	hides,	both	in	the	case	of	the	noble	and	
the	commoner,	whichever	he	may	be.	(30.	If	
mon	cierliscne	monnan	fliemanfeorme	teo,	be	
																																								 																				
186	Oliver,	The	Beginnings	if	English	Law,	126.	
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his	agnum	were	geladgin	he	hine;	gif	he	ne	
maege	gielde	hine	his	agne	were;	se	gesithmon	
swa	be	his	were	54.	Se	the	hith	werfawhthe	
betogen	he	onsacan	wille	thaws	sleges	mid	
athe,	thonne	sceal	bion	on	thaere	hydenne	an	
kyningaethe	be	XXX	hida,	swa	be	
gesithcundum	men	swa	be	cierliscum,	swa	
hwaether	swa	hit	sie).187	
	
In	Wessex,	an	oath	was	sworn	to	clear	an	individual	of	any	false	charges.	If	a	man	
desired	to	clear	himself	for	example,	of	the	false	charge	of	harboring	a	fugitive	
then	he	was	required	to	swear	an	oath	on	the	value	of	his	wergild.	If	a	man	
wished	to	clear	his	name,	deny	a	homicide	charge	made	against	him,	and	not	pay	
the	required	wergild	he	was	required	to	swear	an	oath	based	on	100	hides	of	
land.	Both	examples	required	some	financial	backing,	either	based	on	the	
individual's	wergild	or	taxable	land.	A	man	was	able	to	take	an	oath	without	
assistance	from	others,	as	long	as	he	had	the	financial	capacity	to	do	so.188	The	
inclusion	of	the	oath	in	wergild	laws	is	two-fold.	First,	it	represents	the	growth	of	
Christianity	within	Anglo-Saxon	society	since	the	formation	of	the	first	legal	
code.	England	began	to	convert	to	Christianity	several	generations	prior	to	the	
formation	of	the	later	Kentish	and	Wessex	laws	and	now	the	Christian	oath	was	
becoming	and	integral	part	in	society.	The	oath	was	already	an	integral	part	of	
																																								 																				
187	Attenborough,	The	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	47-70.	
188	Chadwick,	Anglo-Saxon	Institutions,	73.	
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other	Christian	kingdoms,	and	Anglo-Saxon	society	was	adopting	it	for	its	own	
legal	code	as	well.189		Oaths	would	be	of	the	utmost	important	to	Norman	society	
as	well	and	aided	during	the	post-conquest	transition.190	As	well	as	the	inclusion	
of	the	oath,	The	reliance	on	non-material	wealth	also	represented	a	shift	in	
Anglo-Saxon	society.	The	highest	levels	of	society	accumulate	vast	amounts	of	
landed	wealth	as	well	as	material	wealth.	As	society	moved	further	from	its	
Germanic	roots,	the	landed	wealth	became	more	important	that	the	physical	
wealth.191	Wergild	laws	reflect	this	change	in	society	by	replacing	some	of	the	
fines	with	oaths	made	on	land,	rather	than	physical	money.	The	land	became	far	
more	valuable	and	sustainable	and	the	Anglo-Saxon	legal	system	utilized	its	
value	to	settle	these	disputes.		
Theft	
Another	addition	made	to	later	wergild	laws	is	thievery.	Kent,	Wessex,	
and	possibly	Mercia	all	had	laws	regarding	theft	that	revolved	around	an	
individual’s	wergild.	Kent	had	the	following	laws	regarding	the	wergild	of	a	thief,	
20.	If	a	person	kills	a	man	in	the	act	of	theft,	let	him	
lie	without	wergild.	21.1	He	who	seizes	and	delivers	
him	[the	thief],	owes	him	half	if	he	[the	thief]	is	
																																								 																				
189	Owen	M	Phelan,	The	Formation	of	Christian	Europe:	The	Carolingians,	
Baptism,	and	the	Imperium	Christianum	(New	York,	NY:	Oxford	University	Press,	
2014),	47.	
190	Wendy	Marie	Hoofnagle,	The	Continuity	of	the	Conquest:	Charlemagne	and	
Anglo-Norman	Imperialism	(University	Park:	The	Pennsylvania	State	University	
Press,	PA,	2016),	48.	
191	Michael	Moissey	Postan,	The	Medieval	Economy	and	Society:	An	Economic	
History	of	Britian	1000-1500	(Oakland,	CA:	University	of	California	Press,	1973),	
103.	
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killed,	let	them	be	paid	70	shillings.	(20.	Gif	man	laud	
ofslea	an	theofthe,	licge	buton	wyrgelde.	21.1	Se	the	
hine	gefo	gegange,	healfne	hine	age.	Gif	hine	man	
cwelle,	Geselle	heom	man	LXX	schllinge.)192		
	
If	a	thief		was	killed	during	capture	or	transport	to	justice	then	the	thief's	family	
was	owed	either	half	of	his	wergild	or	70	shillings	as	compensation.	Ine’s	code	
stated	the	following	regarding	the	compensation	for	a	thief’s	family,	
12.	If	a	thief	is	taken	he	shall	die	the	death,	or	his	life	
shall	be	redeemed	by	the	payment	of	his	wergild.	35.	
He	who	kills	a	thief	shall	be	allowed	to	declare	with	
an	oath	that	he	whom	he	killed	was	a	thief	trying	to	
escape,	and	the	kinsmen	of	the	dead	man	shall	
swear	an	oath	to	carry	on	no	vendetta	against	him.	
If,	however,	he	keeps	it	a	secret	and	it	afterward	
comes	to	light,	then	he	shall	pay	for	his	(wergild).	
(12.	Hif	theof	sie	gefongen,	swelte	he	deathe,	oththe	
his	lif	be	his	were	man	aliese.	35.	Se	the	theof	slihth,	he	
mot	athe	gecythan,	thaet	he	hine	fleondne	for	theof	
sloge,	thaes	deadan	maegas	him	swerian	unceasees	
																																								 																				
192	Oliver,	The	Beginnings	of	English	Law,	160-163.	
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ath.	Gif	he	hit	thonne	dierne	sie	eft	yppe,	thone	
forgielde	he	hine.).193	
	
First,	thieves	were	able	to	save	their	life	by	paying	a	fine	equal	to	their	wergild	to	
the	king.	Thieves’	punishments	in	relation	to	their	wergild	was	not	mentioned	in	
the	Kentish	codes.	Furthermore,	if	a	thief	was	killed	while	attempting	to	escape	
capture,	the	laws	of	Ine	required	an	oath	to	be	sworn	against	the	validity	of	the	
attempted	escape.		
	 Finally,	Mercia	also	likely	had	its	own	laws	against	thievery.	It	will	likely	
remain	unknown	what	Offa’s	code	prescribed	in	the	event	of	a	thief	dying	in	
custody.	However,	a	law	that	likely	belonged	to	Offa’s	code	suggests	that	a	
punishment	for	thievery	was	present	in	Mercia.	As	the	following	Mercian	law	
stated,	
6.1	If	he	wishes	to	redeem	his	hand,	and	if	it	is	
decided	to	give	him	permission	to	do	so,	he	shall	
paw	such	fine	as	is	appropriate	to	his	wergild.(6.1.	
Gif	he	tha	hand	lesan	wille	him	mon	thaet	gethafian	
wille	gelde	swa	to	his	were	belimpe.)194		
	
Offa’s	code	allowed	thieves	to	save	their	hand	by	paying	for	their	hand’s	wergild.	
If	the	king	approved	of	this	fine,	the	thief	was	allowed	to	keep	his	appendage.	
While	the	earliest	wergild	laws	did	not	include	thievery,	the	later	law	code	had	
																																								 																				
193	Attenborough,	The	Laws	of	the	Earliest	English	Kings,	41.	
194	Ibid.,	73.	
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several	laws	on	the	subject.	The	inclusion	represents	another	shift	in	Anglo-
Saxon	society.	With	the	growth	of	wealth	and	towns	in	Anglo-Saxon	society,	the	
concern	for	an	individual’s	property	also	grew.195	Early	Anglo-Saxon	worked	to	
subdue	this	issue	by	including	thievery	within	the	tradition	of	wergild.196	
Influence	of	the	King	
One	addition	made	by	the	later	laws	is	how	they	increased	royal	authority	
and	legitimacy.	The	codes	written	after	the	first	laws	often	times	functioned	to	
increase	the	king’s	power	and	wealth.	The	law’s	details	and	specific	nature	
differed	between	kingdoms;	however	they	all	had	two	main	goals.	One,	to	stop	
needless	killing	and	blood	feuds	from	ravaging	the	population;	two,	to	increase	
the	king’s	power,	influence,	and	wealth.	Often	times,	laws	that	pertained	to	
wergild	expanded	the	king’s	influence	outside	of	his	hall.		
For	example,	the	Kentish	code	states,	
21.	If	a	person	seizes	a	free	man	having	[the	goods	
in]	hand,	then	the	king	rules	one	of	three	things:	
either	one	should	kill	him,	or	sell	him	across	the	sea,	
or	release	him	in	return	for	his	wergild.	(21.	Gif	man	
frigne	man	aet	haebbendre	handa	gefo,	thanne	
wealde	secyning	threora	anes:	oththe	hine	man	
																																								 																				
195	Levi	Roach,	Kingship	and	Consent	in	Anglo-Saxon	England,	871-978:	Assemblies	
and	the	State	in	the	Early	Middle	Ages	(Cambridge,	UK:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	2013),	109.	
196	Ibid.,	110.	
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cwelle,	oththe	ofer	sea	selle,	oththe	hine	his	wergilde	
alese).197		
	
The	king	determined	the	individual’s	fate.	It	was	at	the	king’s	discretion	whether	
or	not	an	individual	was	sentenced	to	death,	sold	into	slavery,	or	live	by	paying	
their	wergild.	This	was	an	extension	of	the	king’s	power	from	earlier	law	codes	
where	the	king’s	authority	laid	only	within	his	halls.		
	 The	extended	power	of	the	king	was	also	present	in	Wessex,	as	the	king	
not	only	intervened	on	legal	matters	but	he	also	used	the	law	for	his	own	gain.	
For	example,	
23.	If	anyone	slays	a	foreigner,	the	king	shall	have	
two-thirds	of	his	wergild,	and	his	son	or	relatives	
one-third.	(23.	Gif	mon	eltheodine	ofslea,	se	cyning	ah	
twaedne	dael	weres	thriddan	dael	sunu	oththe	
maegas.)198	
	
Like	the	kings	of	Kent,	Ine	interjected	himself	into	Wessex	legal	matter.	
However,	the	king	was	not	only	acting	as	a	judge	in	this	law,	but	also	was	
securing	a	portion	of	the	wergild	that	was	paid	to	a	victim’s	family.	Ine’s	code	
allowed	the	king	to	fill	his	coffers	with	wergild	payments	while	simultaneously	
interjecting	himself	into	the	legal	proceeding.	The	later	laws	saw,	at	least	a	
perceived,	importance	of	the	king	within	Anglo-Saxon	society,	something	that	
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the	first	written	laws	did	not	include.	it	was	this	importance	of	the	king	that	
allowed	William	to	create	a	viable	argument	for	feudalism	in	England.		The	blue-
print	for	a	strong	monarchy	was	provided	by	the	Anglo-Saxons,	long	before	
Alfred	came	to	power.	
Conclusion	
Wergild	grew	exponentially	between	the	formation	of	the	first	written	
law	code	and	those	that	followed.	The	later	laws	emphasized	both	material	
wealth	as	well	as	land	ownership	in	the	settlement	of	disputes.	They	also	
integrated	oaths	into	the	legal	system.	Later	wergild	laws	also	gave	more	power	
to	the	king	within	society,	allowed	the	king	to	secure	revenue	through	additional	
means,	protected	the	population	from	decimation,	prevented	needless	feuding	
over	murder	and	assault,	as	well	as	act	as	a	judge	for	some	of	the	legal	cases.	
Furthermore,	wergild	defined	the	various	social	boundaries	and	strengthened	
the	divide	between	earls	and	freemen.199	The	kings	who	came	after	conversion	
to	Christianity	modified	the	laws	to	conform	to	their	needs	and	specific	
traditions.	The	importance	of	these	modifications	represented	in	Anglo-Saxon	
law	lies	in	the	fact	that	they	continue	to	impact	England’s	history	for	centuries.	
The	social	structure,	emphasis	placed	on	land,	and	importance	of	the	king	would	
be	lasting	characteristics	in	Anglo-Saxon	England	and	would	help	to	make	the	
William	of	Normandy’s	administrative	conquest	successful.	Elements	favored	by	
the	Norman	administration	were	already	present	in	Anglo-Saxon	England,	and	
																																								 																				
199	Preston,	King	Alfred’s	Book	of	Laws,	8.	
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identifiable	in	the	early	law	codes,	such	as	the	importance	of	the	king,	emphasis	
on	land	ownership,	land	worker	relations,	and	the	value	of	land	over	money.200	
The	secondary	works	pertaining	to	wergild	typically	focus	on	the	
disparity	between	the	fines	that	were	present	in	the	various	kingdoms.	Lisi	
Oliver	and	H.	M.	Chadwick	emphasize	the	difference	in	fines	in	their	works.201	
Other	secondary	work,	such	as	Pollock	and	Maitland’s	History	of	English	Law,	
only	scratch	the	surface	of	wergild	and	neglect	to	discuss	the	nuances	of	the	
various	legal	codes.202	A	dedicated	examination	of	the	early	wergild	laws	was	
non-existent		up	to	now.	Historians		have	also	neglected	a	detailed	comparison	of	
the	variations	present	in	the	law	codes.	The	laws	from	Wessex	in	particular	have	
been	neglected.	This	thesis	fills	the	scholarly	void	by	examining	the	major	early	
wergild	laws	from	across	Anglo-Saxon	England.	Each	law	is	explained	and	
connected	with	the	concept	as	a	whole.	Furthermore,	the	major	differences		
between	the	first	law	code	of	Kent,	and	the	subsequent	codes,	ignored	from	
secondary	works	regarding	the	laws	of	Anglo-Saxon	England,	are	highlighted	
and	exemplify	the	fact	that	there	were	major	differences	in	wergild	from	its	first	
recording	to	the	later	law	codes.		
Finally,	these	first	legal	codes	highlight	the	social	structure	that	would	be	
reformed	over	the	next	three	centuries	and	eventually	utilized	by	William	the	
Conqueror	after	his	invasion	of	England.	The	division	of	classes,	partitioning	of	
																																								 																				
200	David	Carpenter,	The	Struggle	for	Master:	The	Penguin	History	of	Britain	1066-
1284	(New	York,	NY:	Penguin	Publishing,	2003),	40-67.	
201	Oliver,	Beginnings	of	English	Law,	58.	Chadwick,		Anglo-Saxon	Institutions,	
403.	
202	Pollock	and	Maitland,	History	of	English	Law,	103.	
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land,	and	emphasis	on	the	King’s	power	are	all	present	in	these	early	laws,	and	
would	be	used	by	William	to	great	effect.	The	first	legal	codes	find	their	their	
value	in	the	precedent	they	created.	
As	the	medieval	period	continues	to	be	a	source	for	pop	and	historical	
fiction	concepts	such	as	wergild	will	continue	to	be	brought	to	the	forefront	of	
modern	society.	In	fact,	this	thesis	was	inspired	by	the	use	of	wergild	in	several	
modern	television	and	book	series,	such	as	History	Channel’s	Vikings	and	
Netflix’s	adaptation	of	The	Last	Kingdom.	These	shows	as	well	as	other,	make	
reference	to	wergild	and	the	legal	systems	used	by	those	cultures,	however	they	
do	not	address	the	finer	details	of	the	practice.	The	gaps	within	the	secondary	
literature	that	are	noted	above	as	well	as	the	continued	use	of	medieval	themes	
in	pop-culture	create	a	unique	environment	for	other	scholars	to	examine	topics	
such	as	wergild.	
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